The neuropsychology of de novo patients with idiopathic Parkinson's disease: the effects of age of onset.
One hundred de novo patients with Parkinson's disease (PD) were classified into two groups according to age of onset of symptoms. Seventy two patients were under 70 years and 28 were 70 years and over. All patients were given neurological and neuropsychological assessments, and the severity of the signs was rated on a modified Columbia scale. The neuropsychological assessment was also administered to 50 age-and-education-matched controls. The neuropsychological test battery included tests of verbal learning, visual memory, verbal fluency, visuospatial skill, simple and choice reaction time, language and maze learning. The late-onset patients had significant impairment in nonverbal reasoning, auditory verbal learning, visual memory and choice reaction time in contrast to early-onset patients and controls. A relationship was found between bradykinesia and widespread cognitive impairment. Severity of tremor was found to be significantly correlated with impairment in auditory verbal learning, visual memory and increased choice reaction time, while rigidity was found to be associated with cognitive impairment in verbal fluency and visuospatial skill. Using DSM II criteria, 39% of the late-onset and 8% of the early-onset group were classified as demented. Dementia was more common in patients with bilateral symmetrical disease and in those patients with marked tremor and bradykinesia. The pattern of cognitive impairment in PD was consistent with that associated with a subcortical dementia. This study confirms that the expression of PD is markedly influenced by the age of onset.